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ARE OLDER NEIGHBORHOOD SHOPPING DISTRICTS SLIPPING 2 
D URING the past year we have observed several significant trends in the 


major neighborhood shopping districts of the St. Louis area. First, 

there has been a 35.5% increase in the number of vacant commercial 
units. Secondly, we found that approximately one out of every eight establish- 
ments in existence one year ago has gone out of business; and, lastly, a large 
number of the new businesses established during the past year are of a nonretail 
character. 


These facts raise the question of whether or not the older shopping centers 
are Slipping, or at least changing. Included in the survey are 50 well-established 
districts, ranging in size from 35 to 200 outlets, and serving all types of resi- 
dential areas and income groups. We feel certain that these districts are typical 
of those found in all large metropolitan areas. 


In the July 1952 Appraisal Bulletin it was reported that from 1947 to 1952 
very little new construction had taken place within these same shopping centers, 
that about one out of four uses failed to survive the 6-year period, that the gen- 
eral overall pattern of retail and service uses was virtually unchanged and, 
finally, that the number of vacancies increased from 2.71% to 3. 78% of the total 
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commercial construction since 1946 
(most of which has gone into new lo- 
cations) is beginning to leave its 
mark on some of the older districts. 
The accompanying chart shows that 
this postwar boom of new retailstore 
construction is diminishing, but still 
strong. 
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MILLIONS OF DOLLARS 


In the survey just completed, it 
was found that the vacancy rate has 
jumped from 3.78% to 5.11% in one 
year. Even more significant is the 
fact that some 40% of the vacant units 
today have been vacant for more than 
one full year. Generally, these 
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vacancies are not close to the 100% locations, yet their large numbers indicate 
definite trouble for more than half of the shopping districts surveyed. 


While it is natural to expect a fairly high turnover among many types of 
neighborhood commercial uses, the fact that on the average one out of eight 
discontinued within the short span of one year should be of particular interest to 
property owners, lenders, and tenants in local shopping centers. 


For the country as a whole, during the past few years new businesses and dis- 
continued businesses have been approximately equal in number. The chart below 
indicates the total number of firms (retail trade, service industries, finance, in- 
surance, and real estate) in operation each year since 1944. Also shown are the 
new business formations and the number of firms discontinuing each year. The 
total new businesses climbed sharply to a 1946 peak of 371, 200, and then dropped 
to a low in 1949 of 227,400. Since then there has been a gradual increase to date, 
with an estimated 252, 000 new businesses in 1952. 


From 1944 to 1946 fewer than 145, 000 firms discontinued annually. However, 
a rapid increase in 1947 and 1948 has brought the number of businesses discontin- 
uing each year to their present plateau of just under 250,000. The total number 
of firms in operation has leveled off slightly under 2, 900,000. This means an 
average turnover of about one out of every twelve, as compared with one out 
of eight for the shopping centers surveyed. 
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The current inventory of the uses in each of the 50 shopping centers indi- 
cates that the pattern of uses may be undergoing a slow but significant change. 
By comparison with last year’s survey, it is found that the strictly retail stores 
have decreased in number, while such nonretail uses as industries, manufacturing 
agents, distributors, and general business offices have increased. 


Following is a summary of the largest net changes for 20 specific types of 
uses: 


NET CHANGES IN NUMBER OF USES 
1952-1953 


Increases Decreases 


Self-service laundries 21.1% Children’s wear 

Used furniture and household 20. Hat stores 

Industrial uses 16. Gifts, toys, novelties 
Music stores 14. Candy, confectioneries 
Mfg. agents, distrib. offices 13. Paints, wallpaper 

Floor covering, drapes 34. Household appliances 
General business offices 9. Restaurants, cafeterias 
Realty, loans, insurance offices 6. Ice cream shops 

Shoe stores 5. Heating, plumbing shops 
Taverns, bars 3. Groceries, supermarkets 
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It will be noted that all of the “decreases” are common retail or service 
uses found in most neighborhood districts. On the other hand, the “increases” 
have a number of uses which are nonretail in character. “Shoe stores” were the 
only apparel stores which recorded a significant increase in number. 


On page 224 is a table which summarizes the changes for the various groups 
or types of uses and, for comparison, the 1947-1952 period is shown. During the 
past year all retail groups had a decrease with the exception of a slight increase 
in the ‘all other retail” classification. Between 1947 and 1952 these retail 
groups had experienced increases, with the exception of the “automotive” and 
“food” groups. The latter has shown a consistent decline in number because of 
the growth of supermarkets, which have replaced small groceries, delicatessens, 
bakeries, and other food stores. 


Only three classifications as shown in the table have had substantial in- 
creases in both periods: “offices,” “noncommercial,” and “vacant.” The 
growth of these classifications is detrimental to neighborhood shopping cen- 
ters and, coupled with a decline in the number of retail uses, indicates what 
may well be the beginning of an adverse trend for the local districts as a whole. 


Some centers show no signs of this trend, while others have been slipping over 
a long period of years. Positive action should be taken in those centers “in 
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CHANGES IN RETAIL USES, 1947-1952 AND 1952-1953 
(Summary of 50 Shopping Centers) 


% discontinued % new Net change 
Type of use 1947-52 1952-53 1947-52 1952-53 1947-52 1952-53 


16. 
20. 
31. 
36. 
23. 
18. 
31. 
26. 
23. 
13. 
38. 
34. 
93. 


Food group 26. 
General merchandise group 17. 
Apparel group 27. 
Furniture and household group 34. 
Eating and drinking group 18. 
Automotive group 19. 
Lumber-building group 20. 
All other retail group 26. 
Service group 25. 
Recreation group 19. 
Office group 33. 
Noncommercial group 43. 
Vacant, for rent, others 90. 
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between” to make them more attractive and efficient. Only through improved 
traffic control, better parking facilities, store modernization, and other pro- 
gressive ideas can these older districts hold their values. Local businessmen’s 
associations should take the leadership, and city officials should cooperate in 
every way possible. 




















